LIEUTENANT  OSTRANDER'S  STORY 


Early  in  August  word  ca  te  that  Ghe  Division  would  he  relieved  in 
the  Baccarat  sector  (near  Luneville).  The  rumor  persisted  that  we 
were  going  to  Italy  and  when  we  got  on  the  train  it  headed  in  that 
direction.  At  a junction  point  I alighted  from  the  train  and  asked 
a Tommy  where  trains  which  passed  through  there  usually  went. 

He  said:  "Up  to  the  lines'',  which,  to  a Tommy,  means  only  one  thing, 
the  "hot  stuff" . The  regiment  landed  at  a town  twenty  kilometers 
south  of  Chateau  Thierry,  and  we  were  told  we  were  going  up  to 
the  line  in  a day  or  so.  At  that  time  the  drive  had  slowed  down  and 
practically  stopped  on  the  Vesle  River.  The  Americans  had  pushed 
forward  srery  steadily,  driving  the  Huns  hack  with  numerous  losses 
and  not  so  large  losses  themselves.  But  there  comes  a time  in  all 
those  drives  when  they  slow  up  by  reason  of  the  fact  that  you 
have  to  stop  to  organize  your  transport  service,  getting  food,  clothing, 
ammunition  up  to  the  lines,  and  at  the  time  we  landed  south  of 
Chateau  Thierry  the  drive  had  slowed  down  and  the  Americans  were  for 
the  time  just  holding  the  line  on  the  Vesle  River.  The  night  before 
we  were  to  more  is  a pretty  goo  illustration  of  how  everyone  was 
looking  at  it.  We  knew  we  were  going  up  to  a sector  where  some 
would  not  come  back.  Everyone  was  singing,  joking,  shining  up  gas 
masks,  seeing  that  the  bolts  on  rifles  were  working  right,  lots  of 
good  natured  chaff  back  and  forth.  The  next  day  (August  l">th) 
we  started  off  at  ten  in  the  morning.  We  roarched  for  two  or  three 
kilometers,  and  then  we  saw  a great  big  line  of  motor  trucks.  Motor  trie 
were  unheard  of  in  our  experience  for  our  own  transportation  before  that 
date.  Hitherto  we  had  walked.  We  boarded  the  motor  trucks  and 
went  forward.  We  went  first  through  Chateau  Thierry  itself,  e 
then  strewn  with  reminders  of  the  recent  occupation  of  the 
Germans,  very  much  shot  to  pieces  and  all  the  typical  signs 
of  war  which  you  get  in  that  section,  and  with  which  you  soon  become 
familiar.  We  crossed  the  Marne,  went  up  the  Chateau  Thierry  hill, 
continued  nor ^h  through  Fere  en  Tardenois  up  to  a point  which  is  a 
forest  ca  led  she  ilesle  Forest,  near  Seringes.  We  arrived  there  in 
the  dark  and  immediately  sought  quarters  in  the  woods.  I woke  up 
the  next  morning  and  found  my  head  resting  on  a German  grave.  So 
you  can  imagine  the  general  situation.  The  wood  was  chuck  full  of 
stuff  which  the  Boo  he  had  retreated  in  too  much  of  a h rry  to 
take  with  him.  There  were  thousands  of  German  helmets,  thousands 
of  rifles,  tons  of  German  shells,  everything  which  indicated  that  the 
Boche  had  not  retired  out  of  there  according  to  a pre-arranged  order, 
as  they  usually  te  1 us.  We  rested  there  the  following  day, 

Sunday,  August  11th.  One  more  amusing  incident  that  happened  in  the 
forest  - Some  of  the  men  in  one  of  the  dugouts  discovered  a complete 
German  officer's  outfit.  Captain  Eaton  had  offered  a reward  of  five 
hundred  francs  to  the  man  who  captured  the  first  German.  You  can 
imagine  what  happened.  A couple  of  the  men  appropriated  the  officer's 
uniform  and  camoflauged  one  of  their  number  with  a moustache,  mar heed 
him  up  to  the  captain  end  claimed  the  five  hundred  frar.es.  The  story 
ends  there. 
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That  night  we  made  ready  and  started  out  to  the  line  itself.  It 
was  a very  hard  march.  We  proceeded  up  toward  the  Vesle  in  the 
dark,  single  file,  about  five  yards  between  men,  so  that  in  case  a 
shell  strikes  it  will  not  annihilate  the  whole  company.  As  we 
proceeded,  the  artillery  fire  became  more  intense  all  the  time 
and  soon  far  exceeded  even  our  hopeful  expectations.  -Everybody 
had  their  packs,  but  we  forgot  all  about  how  heavy  they  were. 

You  don't  have  to  practice  how  to  drop  when  a shell  comes  - you 
just  drop.  Shells  dropped  in  front  of  us,  back  of  us,  each  side 
of  us.  Marvelous  to  say,  P Company  got  up  without  a single  casualty. 

We  only  realized  what  a per'ornance  we  made  when  we  learned  that  the 

company  which  we  relieved  had  lost  forty  per  cent,  of  its  members 

just  getting  up  to  the  front  line.  We  reached  our  position  and 

found  that  P Company  was  to  take  up  a position  near 

just  south  of  Bazoches.  The  front  line  was  in  the  village 

on  the  south  side  of  the  River  and  Bazoo hes  on  the  north  side. 

The  Boches  had  a strong  position  thereon  on  s ridge  which  came  out 
toward  the  river  and  not  quite  to  it,  and  they  had  that  place  chuck 
full  of  machine  gun^s.  The  Boche  seems  to  have  an  almost  unlimited 
supply  of  machine  gun^s.  The  Boche  started  putting  over  minnev/erf ers, 
flying  pigs,  mustard  gas  - everything  he  had  he  rained  down  on  us. 

The  gas  particularly  trou  les  us.  It  had  been  impossible  to  bury 
all  the  dead  men  and  horses  out  at  the  front,  there  were  millions 
of  flies,  it  was  hot,  and  pretty  nearly  everyone  had  dysentery. 

We  held  that  position  for  five  days  and  then  went  back  to 
reserve  and  stayed  there  in  the  woods  where  nothing  troubled  us 
except  occasional  artillery  fire  and  occasional  Boche  aeroplanes 
which  bombed  regimental  headquarters,  but  never  touched  us. 

Then  we  moved  up  again  to  the  support  division,  the  second  line, 
about  three  kilometers  back  o'  the  actual  front  line.  Our  battalion 
took  up  a position  there  about  two  hundred  yards  in  advance  of  a hill 
on  which  there  was  a great  deal  of  artillery.  All  the  artillery 
which  came  over  at  us  went  one  or  two  hundred  yards  over  our  heads 
at  the  artillery  back  of  us.  The  Boche  never  suspected  infantry 
in  the  position  where  we  were.  When  they  put  over  gas  shells  at 
the  battery,  then  they  would  burst  on  the  hillside  and  would 
roll  down  on  us,  but  we  had  ample  notice  of  an  attack  of  that  kind. 

The  Boche  retreated  from  the  Vesle  pretty  nearly  to  the  Aisne,  but 
particulars  of  that  Ido  not  know  because  I was  ordered  away  to  a school. 

When  I was  directed  to  rejoin  the  company,  I assumed  that  they 
were  probably  going  back  for  a rest,  but  I was  directed  to  go  to 
the  headquarters  in  Paris  to  find  out  where  the  division  was.  I went 
there  and  w s told  where  to  report,  at  a place  called  Les  Islettes, 
where  Division  Headquarters  was,  northwest  of  Verdun,  about  five  kilometers 
north  east  of  St.  Henehould . I went  to  Division  Headquarters  and  found 
out  where  the  company  was,  at  a place  a few  kilometers  north.  I v.^ent 
there  and  found  out  that  the  regi  Lent  had  gone  over  the  top  that  morning. 

I found  Captain  lilliams  dictating  a note  , o his  stenographer , saying 
"The  305  has  began  its  drive  this  lorning  and  has  driven  clear  off 
every  map  I have.  Kindly  send  me  a new  one.’’  I proceeded  north 
to  the  original  front  line  as  it  was  before  the  rive  stprted,  and  I am 
going  to  try  to  tell  the  story  in  consecutive  order  as  I heard  it  later. 
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I found  out  that  previous  to  that  date  there  had  been  & French  division 
in  .hat  line.  It  had  been  stationary  warfare  there  for  practically 
two  years,  since  the  great  Gfer  man  drive  at  Verdun  in  1916.  The  officers 
and  non- co miss ioned  officers  who  had  rea onnoi tersd  had  worn  French 
heliefcs  and  coats  so  that  the  Boche  would  not  know  that  the  Americans 
were  opposite.  At  about  one  o’clock  on  the  morning  of  the  26th  of 
September,  the  American  barrage  started  - and  it  was  a barrage.  I 
passed  the  guns  which  put  it  down  and  for  miles,  practi  ally,  they 
were  almost  hub  to  hub.  I had  heard  of  concentrat ion  of  artillery- 
like  that  before  but  hardly  believed  it  until  I saw  it.  B'  g guns, 
little  guns,  naval  guns,  army  guns.  When  they  put  down  the  barrage 
you  can  imagine  the  sound  it  made.  At  five  minutes  of  six  the 
regiment  went  over  the  top.  Major  Dow  had  gotten  shell  shock 
on  the  Vesle  and  Captain  Baton  was  at  that  tine  commanding  the 
battalion.  The  engineers  had  cut  the  wire  during  the  night,  and 
at  five  minutes  of  six  the  regiment  went  over  the  top.  A more  com- 
plete scene  of  desolation  than  that  No  Man’s  Land  you  can  hardly 
imagine.  If  you  have  ever  seen  any  of  Dora’s  drawings  of  Dante’s 
Inferno,  you  can  get  a pretty  good  idea  of  what  Ho  Man’s  Land  looted  like 
Pi  ted  with  shell  holes,  hundreds  of  yards  of  barbed  wire,  absolutely 
solid  banks  of  barbed  wire,  trees  all  shot  bare  of  every  leaf  and  some 
with  trunks  split  in  h If  with  shells  - absolute,  typical  desolation. 

The  battalions  went  ahead  and  the  first  thing  they  met  was  a 

number  of  estimable  Carmans  about  forty  years  of  age,  who  came 

out  of  the  trenches,  threw  away  their  rifles,  bullets,  belts,  pistols, 

trench  knives,  and  surrendered  - arid  were  very  glad  to  surrender. 

They  went  baGk  damning  the  Kaiser  and  Ludendorff  and  the  rest 
and  were  very  glad  indeed  to  be  out  of  the  war.  How  much  of  that  was 
desire  to  make  an  i press j on  on  their  captors  I don’t  know.  However, 
we  soon  struck  a different  brand  and  they  were  a brand  that  are  known 
as  machine  gunners.  They  soon  comnenood  firing  at  us  from  the  trees. 

This  was  in  the  Argonne  Forest  and  in  the  undergrowth  and  in  the  trees 
it  is  very  hard  to  stop  those  machine  guns.  They  conceal  the  flash  pret  ty 
well  and  it  is  very  difficult  to  locate  them.  However,  we  got  ahead 
for  about  four  kilometers  without  much  trouble  (not  quite  three  miles) 
that  day,  meeting  only  occasional  opposition,  and  at  that  point  a 
prisoner  was  captured  who  could  apeak  a little  English  and  who  said: 

’’Look  out.  There  is  a (Berman  strong  point  just  ahead  of  you.”  He  had 
Hardly  spoken  when  about  12  or  15  machine  guns  opened  up  and  no  one  can 
figure  yet  why  F Company  wasn’t  wiped  out.  Wo  reconnoi tered  and  found 
out  that  the  Boche  at  that  point  had  a line  of  trenches  in  the  woods 
with  barbed  wire  in  front,  a point  which  was  really  too  strong  for 
the  infantry  alone  t take,  so  we  were  directed  to  wait  until 
the  artillery  got  up  with  us.  As  soon  as  the  infantry  had  gone  over, 
the  engineers  and  the  artillery  had  started  coming  up.  At  noon 
the  n^xt  day  tho  artillery  were  back  of  us.  At  about  five  o’clock  they 
laid  down  a barrage  on  the  strong  point  and  we  were  to  attack.  For 
so  1©  reason  or  other  they  called  the  attack  off  and  decided  to  attack 
at  dawn  the  next  morning.  Thai  night  we  got  what  sleep  we  could. 

At  dawn  the  artillery  laid  down  a barrage  and  then  a very  curious  thing 
happened.  The  infantry  swept  gloriously  up  to  the  Boche  strong  point 
and  found  not  a soul  there.  They  had  conducted  a strategic  retreat 
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sometirao  wring  the  night.  \~e  took  possession,  however,  and  remained 
there  that  day  and  that  night.  And  that  night  things  were  very  un- 
co ifortaole  because  it  rained.  The  rrxt  morning  we  advanced  and 
caught  up  with  our  friends  again  and  found  out  he  as  up  to  his 
usual  trio' s of  hiding  machine  guns  in  trees  and  undergrowth 
and  cutting  off  as  many  nan  as  he  could  with  snipers,  That 
afternoon  the  Colonel  was  desirous  of  knowing  whether  or  not  the 
div  sion  on  our  right  had  captured  a certain  town  near 
there,  a bit  south  of  Apreiaont  • I took  my  platoon  over  there  and 
found  out  that  the  division  on  our  right  had  captured  the  piece, 
tfe  got  hot  coffee  there,  the  first  we  had  had  in  four  days,  and  then 
came  back.  7e  had  our  quarters  that  ni  -ht  in  an  old  Crer.-tan  trench. 
That  night  an  orderly  came  to  the  dugout  and  said  to  me:  "You  ar8  to 
go  back. " I went  back  to  re g i ental  headquarters  th  next  morning, 
the  morning  of  October  1st,  and  ca  le  over  on  the  Leviathan  on  the 
9th  of  October  and  landed  in  few  York  the  morning  of  the  3.0th  of 
October,  which  was  practically  exactly  six  months,  lacking  about 
1 l/g  hours,  from  the  day  on  which  we  railed  from  Hew  York.  >7e  sailed 
from  Iiew  York  April  16th,  left  the  pier  about  quarter  after  ten. 

One  thing  more  I wanted  to  speak  about  - the  physical 
conditions  of  an  advance.  **hon  we  went  over  the  top  there  .it  was 
impossible  to  take  with  us  either  overcoats  or  blankets.  #e  simply 
had  with  us  our  rain  coats  and  two  days’  reserve  rations.  The  climate 
of  France  at  this  ti  e of  year  is  r'  . rly  warm  days,  but  almost 
bitter  cold  nights.  When  it  came  night , it  was  just  a natter  of 
getting  together  and  getting  close  to  each  other.  You  cannot  sleep 
very  much.  I don't  think  we  got  more  than  an  hour  and  a half 
sleep' a night  during  the  entire  advance.  The  ni  “ht  it  rained  we 
dug  funk  holes,  sort  of  little  craters  about  two  feet  deep  and 
large  enou ;h  to  lie  down  in;  that  is  for  roteetion  against  shell 
fire  and  bullets.  If  you  are  below  the  surface  of  the  ground, 
anything  that  is  going  along  the  surface  of  the  ground  is  not  going 
to  touch  you . All  the  rain  that  fell  in  that  section  ran  into 
these  little  funk  holes.  I woke  up  about  11  o’clock,  fly  left  leg 
was  under  water  and  I was\c onple t ely  drenched  through  and  al- 
together I wan  cursing  the  war, the  Raiser  end  everything  else. 

I did  not  have  a bit  of  feelinr  in  either  leg,  so  1 got  up  and 
stamped  around  and  stood  under  a tree  the  rest  of  the  night. 

The  next  morning  we  had  no  hot  food  yet,  no  hot  coffee,  no 
hot  stuff  of  any  kind.  If  you  think  soldiers  are  a lot  of 
heroes,'  you  should  have  seen  us  that  morning.  The  afternoon 
of  that  day  the  kitchen  caught  up  to  us  and  the  cooks  had  a great  big 
round  f^at  piece  of  iron;  they  built  a fire,  they  put  that  piece 
of  iron  over  the  fire,  heated  the  iron,  brought  out  some  grease  for 
it  and  poured  some  white  stuff  on  it,  and  the  first  thing  you 
know  we  smelled  flapjacks.  They  turned  them  out  until  everybody 
was  stuffed  full  of  flapjacks  and  hot  coffee  and  the  world  looked 
right  again. 
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